NAVS Discipleship materials
How can we know anything about God (1) – How can we know God exists?
Introduction
Over the next 5 sessions we will be considering the question "how can we know anything about God?"  This series has two major aims - (i) to deepen our own convictions; faith and understanding are partners.  As faith grows so understanding is enabled to grow, and as understanding grows so our faith can become deeper.  Here we will be looking to increase our understanding in order to deepen our faith; (ii) to equip us for witnessing; many of the issues we will be looking at are growing in importance in our post-modern culture.  How can we know anything about God?  How can we be certain of anything about God?  Questions like these are increasingly, for many, becoming barriers to belief.

So this week we will first of all ask "how can we know God exists?"  The question "how can we know anything about God?" assumes that God does exist, and we must be able to defend this assumption for the question to be valid.  

A few generations ago people were happy to accept that God exists.  But now we can no longer take this as granted.  Generally speaking, we are here concerned with two groups of people; (i) atheists; modern western society is unique in the history of the world, in that it is the only society ever to deny that God exists.  The effects of modern science, increasing confidence in self-sufficiency, the prevalence of suffering and evil, and a growing concern for the here and now, have led many to say that God does not exist.  We need to know how to reason with atheists - how can they ever accept the Gospel until they acknowledge the existence of God?; (ii) people who are uncertain about the existence of God; this group of people is easily overlooked, but again they are very important, since unless people are prepared to say with certainty that God exists they will never be ready to accept the Gospel.  This group is also becoming more and more prevalent.  It is impossible in a society that says everything is relative to state an absolute truth like "God exists", which means people turn away from the objective truth of the Gospel and replace it with subjective, personalised religion and faith.  Plus, there is the growth of Buddhist influences in this country (there are 100 times more British converts to Buddhism than Islam each year), which teach people that since we can't know for sure whether God exists we must disregard it as an irrelevant question and concentrate on what we can be certain of.  

Part 1 - There are different types of knowing

Consider the following two scenarios: 

A woman is considering her boyfriend's marriage proposal.  She thinks to herself, "how do I know he loves me?  Well, in the eighteen months we have been dating he has bought me an average of one box of chocolates per month, one bunch of flowers every five weeks, he has taken me out to dinner approximately once a fortnight and taken me to the movies about once every ten days.  These frequencies are over 50% greater than the mean taken from the sample pool of my friends' boyfriends and therefore the mathematical probability is that he does in fact love me".

A maths teacher asks his student, "how do you know x = 5?"  The boy replies, "well sir, that particular solution gives me a feeling that no other solution gives me.  It sends a tingle down my spine.  I love to look at it on my page.  Even when I'm in an english lesson I can't help thinking about how x = 5.  I couldn't face the prospect of life where x does not equal 5".  

What error do the girlfriend and student make?
•
The girlfriend is asked how she knows something emotional.  But she employs a mathematical model for knowledge.  The result is ridiculous.

•
The student is asked how he knows something mathematical.  But instead of employing mathematical type knowledge he employs emotional type knowledge, and the result is absurd.

•
The fact is there are different ways of knowing things.  There is mathematical knowing; there is emotional knowing; there is scientific knowing, and so on.  In any given situation we must employ the right type of knowledge.  So before we can address the question 'how can I know God exists', we must first consider what the appropriate type of knowledge is for answering this question.

Part 2 - Our society's structure of knowing is defective

What reasons do people give today for not being able to know whether God exists?  Describe the type of knowing they use in deciding whether we can know God exists.  What problems are there with this type of knowledge? 
•
Many people today say that proof of the existence of God is not possible.  They say there is not enough proof.  They are not impressed by arguments for the historical reliability of the Bible, or by arguments for the order of creation.  This sentiment is epitomised by Bertrand Russell's comment that, if after he died he found out that there was a God, he would excuse his unbelief by saying, "not enough evidence God, not enough evidence".

•
The type of knowing employed by such people is one which places great confidence in the sufficiency of reason and evidence to enable us to discover truth.  It is highly rationalistic.  This insistence on evidence and proof flows from the Enlightenment, and is called "foundationalism".

•
The problem with this type of knowledge is that it means you end up doubting everything, since nothing is capable of being proved conclusively (see 1st quote below).  How do you know you are really in a Transition session?  How do you know you are not actually lying down on an operating table with a mad neurological scientist playing with your mind, sending electronic pulses through your brain, so that you only think you can see and hear Steve?  How do you know you exist?  How do you know what is right and wrong?  Foundationalism leads to doubt about everything.

•
The easiest way to see what is wrong with this type of knowledge is just to look at the rampant pluralism in our world today.  The foundationalism that used to offer a system of judging what we know has collapsed to such a degree that society is forced not to make judgements.  Pluralism is really a product of a failure to know.

•
In fact philosophers today have shown that foundationalism, as a system of knowing things, cannot work.  Josh Moody writes, "the mainstream of contemporary philosophy has concluded that the way society has tried to establish reliable knowledge in the past is no longer viable.  Foundationalism has received so many body blows from intellectuals' attacks that many scholars think it no longer stands" (p.61 of Authentic Spirituality). 

•
If we employ this type of knowledge when we ask whether God exists then the answer is straightforward.  God is assumed to be unknowable.  But we are using the wrong type of knowledge.  Foundationalism leads to the conclusion that nothing is knowable, so of course we can't know God exists.  The Bible, however, puts forward a different type of knowledge, which is the correct one to employ.

Part 3 - The Bible's way of knowing is 'faith knowledge'

According to the Bible, is God hiding?
•
The Bible is clear that God is not hiding!  He has not only revealed Himself in the Bible, but also in nature.  The Psalmist says that "the heavens declare the glory of God".

•
This 'general revelation' in nature is the reason that Paul says in Romans that all men are "without excuse".  For although God's revelation in nature is a lesser revelation than in Jesus and the Bible, in creation God's "invisible qualities" - His eternal power and divine nature - have been "clearly seen", which is sufficient to leave all men "without excuse".

If, according to the Bible, God's invisible qualities "have been clearly seen", then how does the Bible explain why some people do not accept the existence of God?  Why does the Bible describe them as "fools"?
•
There is an obvious tension here.  For the Bible says there is sufficient evidence of God's existence, but others (like Bertrand Russell) deny it.  How does Scripture explain this?

•
Psalm 14 v1 analyses this.  This verse is not calling those who refuse to accept God's existence stupid - many intelligent people have denied God's existence.  It is saying that such a person has psychologically suppressed or denied the evidence - he has said no in his heart.  In this sense they are "fools" - they have behaved foolishly because they refuse to accept the evidence.

So some respond to the evidence of God's existence by choosing to suppress or deny it.  How should we respond?
•
The Bible says there is sufficient evidence for us to know that God exists, but it does not expect us to employ a mathematical type of knowing in which we assess the evidence and come to a mathematical conclusion.

•
Rather the Bible expects us to respond to the evidence in faith.  Hebrews 11v1 says that faith is being "certain of what we do not see".  So we need to exercise faith if we are to know that God exists.  Hebrews 11 v3 explains that it is "by faith" that we understand that God created the world.

•
If we come to the question 'does God exist?' and employ foundationalism, then we are like the woman who uses maths to work out if her boyfriend loves her, or like the student who uses emotions to decide if a maths answer is correct.  We are caught using the wrong type of knowledge!  

•
It is not unusual to find the Bible exhorting us to respond to situations in faith.  Habakkuk 2 v4 exclaims that "the righteous will live by faith", and Paul in 2 Corinthians 5 v7 says that we "live by faith".  Indeed Jesus Himself said in Mark 1 v15 that we should respond to His good news by repenting and believing.  In fact, being a Christian is all about trusting God many times and in many ways.

So the Bible's way of knowing is not the rationalism that is prevalent in our world today.  It does not expect us to weigh up the evidence and come to a mathematical conclusion.  Rather the Bible exhorts us to employ a type of knowing which we might call 'faith knowledge'.  There is sufficient evidence that God exists, and we can respond to the evidence in one of two ways - we can deny or suppress it, or we can accept God's existence by faith.
At this stage we must meet two objections:

Part 4 - Is it unreasonable to expect us to live by 'faith knowledge'?
Does the fact that we must use 'faith knowledge' mean that God's existence is not a matter of fact but merely a matter of faith and opinion?  Is the Bible being unreasonable by expecting us to accept God's existence through faith?
•
The fact that faith is required to know that God exists does not mean that it is merely a matter of faith or opinion.  After all, the Bible uses logical arguments to point to the existence of God.  But what is true is that the acceptance of these arguments is only psychologically possible through faith.  We can only know God exists if we find ourselves able to respond to the evidence of God with faith.

•
This is not unreasonable at all.  In fact, it is what we should expect!  After all, we can know nothing if we do not find ourselves willing to believe it!  God is approaching us in the only way possible - through our ears (He speaks), to our minds (He reasons), and for our will (we believe).  As we saw above, the problem with foundationalism was that it means everything can be doubted, and nothing can be known.  To know anything therefore requires faith, since we must trust that the doubts we could come up with are wrong (see 2nd quote).

Can you think of other examples of things that we can only know through exercising faith?
•
One of the things that is appealing about 'faith knowledge' is that we use it all the time in our everyday lives!  God is not expecting us to do something unusual!

•
There are many, many examples.  How did you know the chair you sat on would not collapse?  How do you know that your tin of Heinz baked beans was really made by Heinz?  How do you know that the shop you used a credit card in are not operating a large credit card scam?  How did you know the meal Steve cooked for you wouldn't poison you?  We exercise faith all the time in our everyday lives!  

•
Think of convicting criminals.  If we employed the foundationalism standard of 'beyond any doubt' then no-one could ever be convicted!  Even if 10,000 witnesses caught you red-handed, how could you know that they weren't actually making up a story because they all hate you?  So courts employ the standard of 'beyond reasonable doubt'.  And yet the fact that we still allow for some doubts doesn't stop us talking about the criminal who committed the crime (as a matter of fact).  In other words, we readily exercise faith in deciding whether someone is guilty or not!  

Why do you think God wants us to exercise faith in accepting His existence?
•
We must beware the temptation to talk about the existence of God as if it were a subject in a vacuum.  The God that we profess does not merely exist - He created us for a relationship with Him.  And what is the most valued thing in any relationship?  Trust.  By accepting His existence through faith we show that we trust Him, and this pleases Him (see 3rd quote).

Part 5 - What evidence is there for us to trust that God exists?

In order to exercise 'faith knowledge' there must be sufficient evidence for us to be able to trust.  So what evidence does the Bible point to, to say that God exists?
•
As we have already seen, Romans 1 v20 says that creation points us to God's "invisible qualities".  In fact, Paul used nature to argue for God's existence when he was in Lystra (Acts 14 v17).  Richard Dawkins criticises this argument in two ways - (i) "if God set the universe in motion and then sat back to watch evolution happen, a scientist should hope that there might be traces of evidence of his involvement in the shape of functioning of the universe"; (ii) "Darwinism renders God unnecessary as an explanatory device".  Michael Poole has rebutted these argument (see 4th quote) by pointing out that (i) searching for traces of God in creation is mistaken, since the whole universe only exists because of Him!; (ii) understanding how creation works does not remove the need to explain how it came to exist. 

•
There is also the reliability of the Bible.  We saw in the Transition on Scripture that the Bible claims to be God's word, and when tested, this claim is very credible.

•
The most significant argument used by the Apostles, however, was the historical fact of the resurrection (Acts 2 v32; Acts 17 v31).  This is a historical fact, and can be tested using Biblical and non-Biblical evidence from the time.  Once it is accepted as a fact, it is extremely powerful evidence for the existence of God.     

Part 6 - Implications for our evangelism

Someone comes to you and says, 'how do you know God exists?'  What are the dangers of trying to mathematically prove to him that God exists?  What are the dangers of saying to him, 'just believe'?  So how would you go about answering his question?
•
The problem of trying to mathematically prove that God exists is that this is impossible!  As we have seen, faith is required in all knowledge.  If we ignore this fact we will end up chasing after the wind!

•
The danger of saying 'just believe' is that we give the impression we have not engaged our brains!  We suggest that there is something virtuous about faith itself irrespective of its object.  People's response will be that we have blind faith, and are unwilling to open our eyes to the truth (see 5th quote).

•
So how should we go about answering the question.  Firstly, we should clarify what is meant by 'knowing'.  Explain why our society's structure of 'knowing' is defective.  Then explain the Biblical structure of knowing by faith, give the evidence for God's existence, and challenge the person as to how they will respond to the evidence - suppress it or trust it (see 6th quote).
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Romans 1:20 “For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities - his eternal power and divine nature - have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse.”

Psalm 19:1-4 “The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands.  Day after day they pour forth speech; night after night they display knowledge.  There is no speech or language where their voice is not heard.  Their voice goes out into all the earth, their words to the ends of the world.”

Psalm 14:1 “The fool says in his heart, 'there is no God'.”

Hebrews 11:1-3 “Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.  This is what the ancients were commended for.  By faith we understand that the universe was formed at God's command, so that what is seen was not made out of what was visible.”

Habakkuk 2:4  “The righteous will live by faith.”

2 Corinthians 5:7 “We live by faith, not by sight.”

Mark 1:15 “The time has come’, Jesus said. ‘The kingdom of God is near.  Repent and believe the good news!’.”

Acts 14:17 “Yet [God} has not left himself without testimony: He has shown kindness by giving you rain from heaven and crops in their seasons; he provides you with plenty of food and fills your hearts with joy"

Acts 2:32 “God has raised this Jesus to life, and we are all witnesses of the fact.”

Acts 17:31 “For he has set a day when he will judge the world with justice by the man he has appointed.  He has given proof of this to all men by raising him from the dead'.”

“The Enlightenment standard is a high-jump bar set too high for all kinds of knowledge, and not just spiritual knowledge.  To stick rigorously to that standard leads in the end to complete scepticism and relativism about everything, to doubting your own existence and even to saying that whether murder is wrong or not is simply a matter of opinion.  If the Enlightenment standard leads to nonsense we have every reason to think that it is not a good standard by which to judge the possibility of knowing God.” (Josh Moody from Authentic Spirituality at p.29)

“In every area of life and learning we need to realise that knowledge begins with trust, not doubt”. (Josh Moody from Authentic Spirituality at p.63)

“Imagine two women sitting on a park bench.  They are 'best friends'.  One of them is worried because she is not sure that her boyfriend who has proposed marriage to her really loves her.  She says to her friend, 'I'm just not sure that he loves me'.  'Oh, why is that?' her friend asks.  'Well, yesterday he did buy me flowers'.  'Well, that's good', her friend says.  'And today when it was raining he did come and pick me up from the bus stop in his Lada'.  'Well, that's good!' her friend says.  'And everytime he sees me he does tell me he loves me'.  'Well, that's good!  Why don't you think he loves you?'  Pause.  'I just want him to prove it'.  Would it be surprising if the boyfriend in question was finding this stage of the relationship frustrating?  After all, she does not trust him.  With God it is the same.  The evidence that God presents to us of his existence is of a certain kind.  It is not evidence in a vacuum.  It is evidence of a relationship; that he made us, wants us and loves us.  It is evidence that appeals to what a lover most wants to find in the loved: trust.  We are not to tell him to prove it; there is all the evidence we could want if we will believe it”.  (Josh Moody from Authentic Spirituality at pp.64 - 65)

“[T]here is the idea that the universe should contain 'traces - evidence of His involvement' ... It is the whole universe that is the 'traces', not some little piece tacked on by way of a signature.  To think otherwise bears certain similarities to searching the components of a jet engine for traces of Frank Whittle.  The search is in vain; it is the whole engine which owes its being to Whittle's creativity, rather than any individual part bearing his signature .... God is no more necessary in a scientific explanation of the world than Whittle is in a scientific explanation of the jet engine.  But that does not justify denying the existence of God or Whittle!  How could scientific explanations of the mechanisms of a creation conceivably offer any kind of competition to the existence of a creator?  It would be nonsense, in a situation having a similar logical structure to regard the creator, Whittle, as a competing explanation to the mechanisms of the jet engine”.  (from an article by Michael Poole)

“[A]n unwillingness to engage at an evidential level with unbelievers is rightly criticised.  It seems to be sailing close to the wind of unreason.  For instance, one well-known debunking of this approach was put in parable form.  John Wisdom presented the story of a gardener who believes that something unusual exists in his garden.  This something unusual is invisible, intangible and odourless.  He tries all sorts of ways to prove that this something exists.  As each test fails, he is reconciled with the thought that the something is, after all, intangible, invisible and without any odour.  To fail to construct a test to prove its existence does not therefore change his belief in its existence, because it exists in a realm (intangible, invisible and odourless) that cannot be tested.  The parable is ironic.  We are meant to think how foolish the gardener is for not seeing that this 'something' at the bottom of his garden does not really exist at all”.  (Josh Moody from Authentic Spirituality at p.56)

“The biblical structure of knowing by faith is intuitively appealing.  We can readily see that this is in fact the way that we function in everyday life.  To be assured that God uses the same standard to bring us to know his existence that we accept for other areas of knowledge is reassuring and challenging.  It is reassuring in that God is not asking us to throw away our minds in order to believe; it is challenging because we are not left with a reason to disbelieve in God”.  (Josh Moody from Authentic Spirituality at p.67).
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